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TOWARDS ORDER OR CHAOS?
Mats Franzén1, Jean-Marie Halleux2
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1 Introduction: Understanding outskirts dynamics
In a sense, cities always had outskirts making the border between the city and the countryside 
more or less ambiguous. Sometimes the built up area stretched beyond the city gates, some-
times the blocks within – but closest to – the wall were used for agricultural purposes. With 
industrial capitalism, and its concomitant urbanisation, however, came an incessant move 
outwards, a development further facilitated by the successive introduction of new transport 
possibilities, first by collective transport – trams and commuter trains – and then by private 
transport – bicycles and later cars. This may also be summarised as a development from the 
walking city to the public transport city and then to the automobile city. It is important to note, 
however, that each step taken in this development meant a growing transport complexity, so 
typical for the European city, as new transport systems did not usually substitute old ones but 
rather was added to them.  
8M a t s  F r a n z é n ,  J e a n - M a r i e  H a l l e u x
From the inhabitants’ point of view, this enlarged not only the built up area, but also the functio-
nal daily urban region. Given the fundamental premise of time geography that we have to return 
to our home every day, there is a definite limit on how far away from home we, for example, 
can go for an eight hour working day. The implication of this for our everyday life, given this 
transport development, is precisely the enlargement of the area in reach. Though this area may 
vary depending upon where in the region one lives, on aggregate this development means an 
ever larger daily urban region.   
Every enlargement process not only moved the city-country border outwards, but deepened 
its ambiguousness. This is one important aspect of the outskirts phenomenon: more and more 
space is made use of in ways that fit neither traditional ideas about the countryside, nor conven-
tional view of the city. However, until some decades ago, this enlargement process was relati-
vely easy to comprehend as it consisted mainly of the construction of suburbs and spaces for 
industrial uses. Of course, how planned this enlargement process was varied in Europe, not only 
between countries, but also within them, that is, between different cities. Anyway, the spatial 
relations of the city thereby was transformed significantly. Yet, what was not changed was the 
role of the urban core. It was still intact as the centre of finance, retailing and entertainment and 
functioned as the heart of the city towards which it oriented itself.
Currently, we are witnessing a new phase in this enlargement process, the salient feature of which 
is a more fundamental transformation in spatial relations of the city, turning the outskirts into 
a much more complex and ambiguous phenomena than it ever was. In fact, it was precisely the 
need to understand this transformation that motivated the present Cost Action. So how is the 
outskirts phenomenon to be conceptualised, how to explain it, and what are its consequences? As 
more and more activities now are moving out of the city centres, the city no longer remains orien-
ted inwards. On the contrary, more and more central functions now take place in the outskirts in 
entertainment centres, business parks and shopping malls. For many, these new spatial relations 
means that they no more have to go to the city centre to live a full life. Moreover, many now living 
in the inner city have to go to the outskirts for sports or shopping, if not even for earning a living. 
The city is not just growing, in a certain sense, it could be seen as turned inside out. 
In parallel, as location changes are both consequences and causes of urban mutations, this pro-
cess of decentralisation is itself self-reinforcing. For instance, with the movement of economic 
activities towards the outskirts, people can settle their home even further out, the consequence 
of which is to stretch the daily urban region further outwards. The paradox is that this transfor-
mation tends to normalise the outskirts, as even the city centre may be seen as an outskirts, that 
is, far away from some necessary urban functions. The point with this observation, however, is 
not to try to generalise the outskirts phenomenon, but to stress that the outskirts of today are 
very far from what the Chicago School understood as the urban fringe. We do not yet know how 
to conceptualise it, though suggestions have been made, for example by Thomas Sieverts and 
the Zwischenstadt-concept. Purpose of this synthesis is however not to go into this conceptual 
discussion but to try to focus upon the outskirts from a dynamic perspective. That is, what is 
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going on in the outskirts? Or, to be a little bit more precise, what dynamic forces are shaping the 
present development of the outskirts, how do they do it, and with what consequences?
Of course, it is impossible to go into this question without touching upon issues of structures 
and governance – the task of the other two working groups of this Cost Action. Needless to say, 
though we have tried to minimise it, there must be some repetitions between the syntheses. Yet, 
in this synthesis, we try to focus upon the forces of the outskirts dynamics. Thus, in the fol-
lowing section, we identify four different kinds of forces implicated in this dynamic: background 
forces, social forces, economic forces and political forces.
2 Outskirts dynamic: Identifying forces
There is no such thing as specific outskirts forces shaping them. Rather the task is to identify 
forces of a more general kind, and then to try to show them at work in shaping the outskirts. 
The tricky thing is that even if we have to reckon with a set of quite general forces, their opera-
tion often produces quite specific results in each case. In other words, their working is context 
dependent, and their outcome context contingent. In deed, new spatial structures never emerge 
in a vacuum, from point Zero; in our case, they must be seen in relation to an already existing 
and specific city. Dealing with the shaping of spatial structures, context dependency shall come 
as no surprise. 
Recognising this, we have identified one kind of force of a definite contextual nature. But contexts 
are multidimensional things, so henceforth we will talk about background forces in the plural. 
We do not see any reason to go into detail here, but it must be said that we have to take into 
account a broad variation of conditions, from conditions of nature and patterns of land ownership, 
to traditions and mentalities as the nature of urban culture and the home-ownership ideal. Also 
of importance here are factors as regular traffic congestions in the city centre and elsewhere. 
Whatever kind they are of, background forces always work as conditioners, setting the conditions 
for the outskirts dynamic by simultaneously setting limits for it, and giving it direction.
Another bundle of forces are of a social kind. To delineate something as social may seem quite 
arbitrary since most forces of the outskirts dynamic are of a social kind, that is, societal. Yet, 
we insist on distinguishing a set of social forces in distinction to on the one hand, background 
forces, and, on the other hand, political and economic forces. This does not mean turning the 
social forces into a conceptual sink. We rather use the concept in a quite specific way, relating 
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it to emergent values and tastes in the population. It is from the population, from individuals 
and their creative interaction, that new actions and choices, even lifestyles, could be expected. 
Emergence here means new values and tastes, while habits are what are given, thus belonging 
to the background forces. 
Though this is a relatively strong specification of what we mean by social forces, it is still open 
when it comes to its content. So what values and tastes do we have in mind? Mainly such values 
and tastes that relate to how life is to be lived, and not only everyday life, but also leisure time, 
including tourism. Of course, there is a market aspect in much of this, consumerism being an 
integral part of many new life styles for example. Nevertheless, we hesitate to posit this as an 
economic force, even though it also operates through the market. However, new life styles may 
as well operate through the state, as a political force, censoring, or promoting, certain values 
and actions. One argument for our conceptual strategy here, however, is that such new values 
and tastes primarily are to be seen as belonging to civil society, or the individual scale, not to the 
market, or to the state. Thus, new values and tastes are born through social relations, out of how 
people interact. Consequently, we conceive them neither as economic, nor as political, forces.
Economic forces, then, are to be related to economic actors of different kinds. Also here we can 
recognise actors of different types. Yet, an important analytical distinction can be made between, 
on the one hand, those that want (re)locate their activities to/in the outskirts, such as house-
holds or firm managers, and, on the other hand, actors engaged in property development, such 
as professional developers. Of course, in practise, these roles may, to a greater or lesser extent, 
coincide, for example in the case of "self-provided" developments where the first occupant of the 
building is in charge of the construction process. 
Of importance here is also questions of land ownership in a more general sense. Is land seen as 
nothing but a site for economic exploitation (via land rent appropriation), or are other values 
at stake in the ownership of land too? For example, it may be a family obligation among rural 
landowners to pass the land on to the next generation, making it almost inalienable, and thus 
not prone to redevelopment. The same may be the case of church owned land, though for other 
reasons of course. Such differences may be at work within a certain region, making some land 
more available for redevelopment than other land. Yet, there are also national differences to be 
recognised here concerning the nature of land ownership rights as such. In other words, are the 
property rights absolute, a prerogative of the owner, or are there strong regulations at work? 
With this question, we turn to the political forces. Normally, they can be expected to relate 
to economic forces in a characteristic way, as the modern state is tax dependent. On the other 
hand, politics very much is about framing, but also directing, economic forces. Planning and 
the development of infrastructure are telling examples here, but the same can be said about 
tax systems – taxes relating to municipalities, land ownership, or car use, may, depending upon 
their construction, have direct, but varying, spatial effects. The same goes for many other state 
activities too. 
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Of special interest in our case is not so much the political colour of these forces as their institu-
tional shape. Important national differences are to be recognised in the distribution of compe-
tencies between the central level and the municipal level. Also to be noticed is that most daily 
urban regions are made up of several municipalities, making them more or less fractured politi-
cally, even if a coordinating body may be found at the regional level. As a rule, borders of all kinds 
– from national and municipal ones down to the regulation of a specific piece of land with its 
specific limits – also make a difference. Thus, divergent dynamics are generated on the different 
sides of the border.    
The timing of the current phase of outskirts development, turning the city inside out, has finally 
to be noted. It emerged more or less in tandem with a shift in political-economic regime when 
the long post-war boom, based upon mass production and the construction of the welfare state, 
came to a close. The new regime was born in the oil crisis in the early 1970s, fostered politically 
by economic deregulation measures based upon free market ideas, speeding up economic glo-
balisation, implemented particularly since the 1980s. This change of political-economic regime, 
tipping the economy-polity balance in the favour of the economy, obviously is implicated in the 
current spatial transformation of the outskirts of European cities. 
If this list of forces may seem somewhat undynamic, this is mainly due to how they have been 
identified and presented so far. In what follows we will set them in motion, in the search for a 
synthesis of the case studies of the working group, and of the site visits of the Cost Action too. 
Their dynamic, however, is not the simple additive consequence of these forces, one after the 
other, but rather the outcome of their combined and interactive working. Setting them in motion, 
we will draw as much as possible upon the case studies contributed by the members of Working 
Group 3, as well as upon the study visits of the joint Cost Action. In the following, references to 
the former are made through the name of the author, to the latter through the name of the city. 
3 Outskirts dynamics: form and intensity
To get an idea of how these forces work – to observe the outskirts dynamic – we can look for at 
least two different aspects, one spatial, the other temporal. On the one hand, the dynamic has a 
certain outcome in terms of space, or, to be more precise, of spatial form. The not uncommon 
use of the pejorative word sprawl in this circumstance bears witness precisely to this: the see-
mingly cacophonic use of space in the outskirts, in contrast to the more well-ordered core of the 
12
M a t s  F r a n z é n ,  J e a n - M a r i e  H a l l e u x
city. In short, we do not live any more in the walking city where the human body was the metric 
of everything. The new city, epitomised by the outskirts phenomena, rather is an intricate spatial 
connection of activities going on at different scale levels, from the local to the global. If sprawl 
is a misleading idea, the question nevertheless is what kind of order there is in the outskirts 
apparent chaos. For us, it seems reasonable to ask this question because we have difficulties in 
understanding a dynamic without at least a minimum of order, or direction of the development. 
However, the order does not have to correspond to the measure of the human body.
On the other hand, the temporal aspect of the outskirts dynamic has to do mainly with its inten-
sity. Without a certain intensity, the outskirts phenomenon is not to be observed, or at least 
would it be something marginal in the present city. This being said, it is important to notice that 
there may be huge differences in the intensity of this dynamic, and thus in the importance of 
the outskirts for the region in question. In other words, the greater the intensity, the larger, and 
more important, the outskirts are.
The question of the nature of the relationship between form and intensity of the outskirts 
dynamic is important, but difficult to go into in detail. So let us take the form and the 
intensity aspects one by one, and then conclude this synthesis with some observations of their 
combined working.
3.1 Forming the outskirts: order or chaos?
The most important, if not the fundamental, question of form relating to the outskirts is if any 
order is to be found there, and if so, of what kind. One way of answering this question, however 
not without certain risks, is to visualise the urban and regional form. As the Copenhagen case so 
pertinently demonstrates, the visual image, in this case the open hand with its five fingers stret-
ching outwards, is so easily turned into a powerful icon, here an effective planning instrument 
for the post WWII-planning of the region. Now, there are several other such images, as Pekka 
Lahti demonstrates (see his contribution in the volume on Structures), for example the linear 
city and the satellite city. However, these all belong to the category of traditional models, and 
as such they have also been used, more or less effectively, in urban and regional planning. Yet, 
in Lahti’s paper, there are also new forms that perhaps are more characteristic for the kind of 
outskirts phenomenon that this Cost Action is facing: the Paradox City, the Dispersed City, and 
the Fractal City. Seen in this way, the outskirts definitely are about postmodernity, in contrast to 
the more traditional, planned city of modernity. 
The risk with using such visual images however is that they help us recognise certain aspects 
while simultaneously ignoring other; visual forms are (too) easily turned into practical guide 
lines. Looking at Helsinki, Lahti comes to the conclusion that the outskirts development neither 
took shape according to the traditional (physical) form, nor to the new (functional) form, but 
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that we rather have to do with a hybrid, made up of them both. That is, the old physical forms 
act as a background force upon the new ones.
The problem with the sprawl metaphor is precisely that it misses the functional order that is 
not immediately disclosed by the eye. That being said, however, there still is some sense in this 
metaphor. Too much sprawl – dispersing fragments of the urban fabric out over large areas – 
is not compatible with sustainable development; among other problems, it generates too much 
automobile traffic. On the other hand, concentration of different activities along traffic arteries – 
particularly those meant for public transport – is the most effective measure to counteract such 
a negative development. Moreover, it is a most difficult thing to implement effective public trans-
port in a region lacking a certain concentration of activities. From this point of view, it makes 
sense to record how much sprawl there is in the outskirts phenomenon. It may also be noted 
here, that this point is not just about ecology, but also about the possibilities to live a full life for 
those who, for different reasons, are not in command of a car. 
So, how scattered, or fragmented, are the outskirts? Indeed, the variation observable here is 
one of the most striking findings of this Cost Action. Site visits to Berlin, Copenhagen and Paris 
revealed the importance of public transport for containing the sprawl. Of course, this very much 
is a question of comprehensive, and effective, planning. Yet, this does not mean that there are 
no sprawl at all. In Copenhagen, for example, the so called Finger Plan has been a practical con-
tainment device, canalising the growth of the region for a long time now; nevertheless, people 
working in Copenhagen are now settling all over Zealand, beyond the area reached by the Finger 
Plan. This can also be seen in Paris and Berlin. In the latter case, many people searching for a 
one-family home find it in Brandenburg, outside the border of the Berlin Land. In the Belfast 
case, we see that the outskirts development now is taking place outside the green belt, once 
planned to contain city growth. According to Jean Marie Halleux’s analysis of the peri-urbanisa-
tion in Belgium, this now has gone so far that on a daily basis Brussels attracts commuters from 
all over the country. A very spread out situation seems also to be the case in Nicosia, though 
this is a much smaller region in terms of area and population. Here, planners have difficulties 
in concentrating developments into traffic nodes and the outskirts are scattered by one-family 
houses and also by a lot of services of different kinds.
If public transport lines, and planning, are of utmost importance for the containment of the so-
called sprawl, it must also be noticed in this circumstance that the capacity and design of the 
main road system are powerful directors of the outskirts development too, as highlighted for the 
Milan case by Gianluigi Sartorio and Luca Studer. This goes not only for housing, but also for 
services and offices, for which the most attractive locations are close to important traffic nodes. 
It is precisely there that shopping malls, cineplexes and other leisure facilities are to be expected 
in the outskirts, as well as offices. This is an almost general observation.
The shape of the outskirts are also the effect of background forces. Besides existing railway 
lines and the road system, the physical geography of the region in question is an important 
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background force shaping outskirts development. This is easily seen, comparing for example 
city outskirts on a plain with city outskirts in an Alpine valley. Christoph Stadel shows this for 
Innsbruck. The east-west orientation of this city region very much follows the Inn valley floor. 
On the plain, on the other hand, development can comfortably settle in all directions. Political 
forces may also have observable effects here, as some municipalities are more favourable to new 
investments in land than other ones, which contributes to the unevenness of the built up fabric 
in the outskirts. Such differences may also be seen on a lower scale, within municipalities, most 
commonly depending upon differences between landowners in their willingness to make land 
available for investment. This is a relatively general observation, and a lasting impression of the 
Limmattal (Zürich) site visit. 
Of importance here is also if land is developed by professional developers or in the self-provided 
way. While the former economic force favours relatively large land properties for the contiguous 
construction of houses, the latter is just looking for a small property, thus further fuelling frag-
mentation of the outskirts. Moreover, when this search for a small property is motivated also 
by beautiful scenery or values as solitude, this economic force becomes simultaneously a social 
one. Overall, the variation found here is the outcome of a specific balance between economic and 
political forces, between property rights and planning instruments, between individual expecta-
tions and collective regulations. 
3.2 Dynamic intensity
The temporal aspect is at the heart of the ouskirts dynamic. If form makes it visible, time cons-
titutes it. Looking at the dynamic more concretely, however, it becomes clear that the dynamic 
is the combined aggregate of a specific composition of forces. Moreover, these forces are not to 
be expected to harmonise, but rather work with, and against each other, thus contributing to the 
fragmented nature of the outskirts. 
First of all, we may ask if there will be any dynamic at all without a population increase. Histo-
rically, urbanisation equalled the outward expansion of the city as more and more people had to 
be housed; the stronger the urbanisation, the more intense outwards move could be observed – 
with the possibility of some time lag, of course, since this could first produce a housing shortage 
rather than new dwellings. This relationship still is true, and times of sharp population increase 
can be expected to intensify the dynamic. Urban developments in general, and urban outskirts 
development in particular, are related to economic and population growth. It is about the accom-
modation of new households and new economic activities. Other things being equal, outskirts 
development is therefore dependent upon general economic and population trends.
But the really interesting thing to note is that even without a population increase, the dynamic 
is still there. It is so because, first of all, the outskirts phenomena nowadays relates to not all, but 
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most activities in the city region. Their change of location is of crucial importance here. There 
may also for several reasons exist a demand for new housing in the outskirts with a stagnating 
population. A change in values and tastes in favour of a single-family home and/or a living in 
the countryside will suffice to launch the dynamic, or given such values and tastes, a rise in the 
means – economical and other – will make such a way of life possible. 
The force at work here may be either a social force, or a determinate combination of background 
and economic forces. On the one hand, as has been shown by Geneviève Dubois-Taine in her 
contribution, discussing social dynamics, people may look for a home in the outskirts to satisfy 
deep aspirations, searching via a new life style for the quietness in the outskirts, as distant from 
the city as possible. In this move will probably be found a longing for the countryside or for a 
certain landscape scenery. The same choice may as well be the consequence of a more general 
longing for living in a one-family house – because of an anti-urban mentality, or an ideology of 
what is the right way of living for a family. Metka Sitar’s analysis of the Slovenian case illustrates 
this configuration. In Slovenia, the sprawl of self-provided single family housing was very strong 
even under the socialist regime, when constructions were tolerated without building permits.
In his analysis of the Belgian case, comparing it to the Danish and Swiss ones, Jean-Marie Hal-
leux points at an important difference in background forces in this circumstance between North-
Western Europe and the Mediterranean. In the former, an anti-urban mentality is observable, 
that is not to be found in Southern Europe, where thus a denser settlement structure is to be 
expected, as it is seen in the Florence and Madrid cases for example. But the case of Nicosia, in 
Cyprus, breaks this pattern, demonstrating a massive construction of one-family houses in the 
outskirts, perhaps as a consequence of a long-lasting British influence? 
As Halleux demonstrates for the Belgium case, there is also the possibility of a push factor at 
work here. The difficulty of finding an appropriate home, given certain financial means, in more 
central locations, may be a sufficient reason for people to relocate their home to the outskirts, 
even if it means that they have to rely on two cars. In practice, it may be difficult to determine 
exactly how these forces combine, or what force is the stronger, but it seems reasonable to sug-
gest that in cases where they all are at hand, the dynamic will be intensified. 
Coming now to other activities than housing, it is precisely the (re)location of such activities 
to the outskirts that are significant for the current spatial transformation of our city regions. 
Basically, this transformation is driven by economic forces and part of it has become known as 
the new economy. Part of it also hits many branches of the old economy, as they are becoming 
rationalised and adapted to motorised customers. This is also an observation of a general kind 
– though there are important variations in its intensity between cities as well as between coun-
tries, the intensity depending, among several things, upon the mix of new and old economic 
branches involved in the out-of-town movement.  
In the Salzburg case, studied by Christoph Stadel, this process seems to have been quite inten-
sive. At least it was remarkably intensified when the German border was lifted and Austria inte-
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grated with the European Union. This enhanced cross-border mobility, the effect of which was 
further strengthened by connecting Austria and Germany by the EuRegio Salzburg – Berch-
tesgadener Land – Traunstein. Massive investments into industrial, commercial, recreational 
and residential activities have thus taken place in the outskirts of Salzburg. This has contribu-
ted to a reverse commuting flow. In Salzburg, however, this also seems to be the effect of the 
touristification of the old urban core, Salzburg Altstadt, pushing other activities out of the core. 
Of course, such intensification of outskirts developments are taking place also elsewhere when 
former borders are being dismantled. Our Cost Action had the opportunity to study it at the 
Atlantic end of the Spanish-French border. In such cases, political decisions trigger economic 
forces to make one functional region out of what once was several. 
Many new business services and similar companies now are located in the outskirts, an expan-
sion that seems to have started in the 1980s. By taking use of the new IT-technology, many firms 
no longer were dependent upon a central location. On the other hand, this did not mean that 
they located everywhere, as they rather showed a propensity to locate close to the large roads 
for through traffic, not seldom along the one going to, or passing, the airport. Of course, this 
holds mainly for the larger cities, with a relatively high position in the global networks – another 
aspect of the current socio-spatial change. Now some caution is needed at this point since it is 
easy to exaggerate the importance of the new economy in the current move to the outskirts. Not 
seldomly, firms in traditional branches are being pushed out, away from more central locations. 
First of all, they may face difficulties to expand on a central site, surrounded by neighbouring 
activities on all sides. In deed, this has since long been an important cause for moving many 
industrial activities further out. There may also be political forces behind such a move, that 
is neighbours claiming nuisances due to the activity. The move may also be made for logistic 
reasons, be that because of congestion in the more central location, or just depending on better 
accessibility, or more attractive environments, in the outskirts.   
This move to the outskirts, into locations conveniently reached by car, started earlier in retailing, 
particularly in food and relatively bulky household goods. This is demonstrated for the Swedish 
case by Mats Franzén, who also notices that this was followed later by cloth retailing, so that 
nowadays there is no need to go into the city centre. Economic forces has restlessly been lea-
ding this development towards greater and greater supermarkets, while customers have had to 
adapt to the new situation – new customer behaviour has been shaped, e.g. week-end shopping. 
Moreover, political forces have decisively speeded up this process by the deregulation of opening 
hours. Competition for investment between municipalities has further deepened the dynamic 
in Sweden. This situation may be compared to Denmark, where outlying shopping centres has 
been restricted quite effectively, as we could see in the Copenhagen case. On the other hand, 
Copenhageners now are moving over the new Øresund bridge to Sweden for shopping.
Overall, in many places the tempo of this move towards the outskirts has been quite impressive. 
Though different political forces may counteract it, the force of the development has made it 
seem almost irresistible, fuelling the imagination of an intensified sprawl. Even if it is easy to exag-
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gerate this feeling of sprawl, the intensity of the dynamic is observable as it produces environmen-
tal and ecological problems. Gibelli and Pinto, in their study of the Milan region, point at precisely 
a high speed of transformation as a specific problem since it blocks the memory of the ecological 
system and thus its adaptation capacity. Moreover, high specialisation of the fragments severs the 
problems. This point to an important planning problem: to co-ordinate the development in space 
and in time. Sustainable development thus means a balanced development. 
4 The outskirts dynamic process
The outskirts dynamic produces a more or less fragmented space, not just for housing, but 
increasingly for many different, and vital, urban activities. Thus the traditional city is turned 
inside out, and the outskirts made into a more complex and, in important aspects, more urban 
space than what is found in traditional suburbia. In short, the daily urban region is becoming 
multi-centred. 
This dynamic varies in its intensity. This is to be seen at two scale levels at least. First of all, 
there is a difference between different cities. But there is also a difference in its intensity within 
the city, as some parts of it are more prone for exploitation than others are. Consequently, some 
cities are turned inside out more completely than others, and some parts of them more so than 
other parts.
Given that this outskirts dynamic is of a certain intensity and is about fragmentation, but also, to 
some degree, a certain recentralisation, the final question becomes one about how the temporal 
and the spatial aspects combine. Perhaps their combined working has to be understood as a 
cumulative process. In this process, each step taken results in a new spatial condition for the 
next step. Each such stet implies a reuse of land, be it brown field or green field. This is easy to 
see, but the process in its entirety is more difficult to catch since it is made up of thousands of 
such steps, taken more or less instantly.
In principle, it is possible to reconstruct such processes. For the many actors engaged in the 
process, each one preparing to take a step of one’s own, such a retrospective view is, however, 
uninteresting. They have to look forward, making their decisions by themselves, in a chaos-like 
situation. The consequence of this is to lend a certain blindness to the process. It is precisely this 
relative blindness, so characteristic of a cumulative process as the outskirts dynamic, that lends 
a certain meaningfulness to the idea of sprawl. 
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This makes planning doubly important, first as a political force with the capacity, at least to some 
degree, to canalise the process, but also as a kind of future strategic horizon for each actor to 
recognise with and act with or against. The question is, however, how planning is to be unders-
tood, and accomplished, in this kind of situation. If the impression of sprawl comes together, 
with some kind of functional order, a system-theoretical approach to urban planning may, howe-
ver, be a reasonable solution, as argued by Eckard Wolf in his contribution.
But it is also possible to identify a moment of self-reinforcement in this process – at least beyond 
a certain threshold. If fragmentation in a sense breeds the need for planning, in practice frag-
mentation may rather reinforce itself. It is particularly so if the traffic system is highly dependent 
upon private car use, the other side of which is a released mobility, discussed explicitly by Jean-
Marie Halleux in one of his contributions, but also observed by Sartorio and Studer in the Milan 
case. And, as we have seen, such a development in its turn makes it more difficult to uphold a 
reasonable public transport system. Moreover, it is quite reasonable in the future to expect a 
further increase in the scale of fragmentation, as some of the problems thus induced are possible 
to overcome by the use of new communication technologies. In other words, fragmentation does 
not exclude some kind of functional order in the process.
However, it would be false to regard this process as inevitable, even though it is correct to iden-
tify a moment of self-reinforcement within it. There are always possibilities to canalise it, not 
only through planning, but also through taxes, for example, or in more general terms, through 
political forces. Nevertheless, a reasonable conclusion seems to be that if the outskirt dynamic 
is to be contained, this would be easier, the earlier in the process appropriate means are taken 
to counteract it.
Another reasonable conclusion seems to be that there is no possible way back to the traditional 
city. The outskirts phenomenon has to do neither with the traditional city, nor with the conven-
tional countryside. As difficult as it is to understand this, as easy it is to keep to the idea of sprawl 
to try to understand it. The question, however, is if this does not miss the potentials for a func-
tional order within this dynamic, how chaotic it now may look like. Accepting this is necessary 
to be able to canalise the development in a sensible way, for example, into some new centres at 
the heart of the outskirts. 
One of the tricky things in understanding the outskirts phenomenon that we particularly has 
tried to demonstrate in this synthesis could be summarised in the observation that the outskirts 
dynamic, though driven by forces of a general kind – economic, political and social ones – pro-
duces quite specific results since they always interact with a particular set of background forces. 
In short, their working is context dependent, their outcome context contingent. Thus, to be able 
to contain – or to steer – the outskirts dynamic, knowing the working of the general forces is 
not enough. Identifying the working of the background forces becomes crucial for the success of 
such a venture.
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Abstract 
The outskirts of European cities are shaped and transformed by an array of dynamic forces and pro-
cesses. They are also greatly influenced by a host of different agents and actors, at the local, regio-
nal, national, and international levels. Furthermore, human perceptions, preferences and changing 
lifestyles in different cultural, socio-economic and political settings are contributing to the formation 
of complex and diverse urban-rural landscapes at the edges of European cities. With the aid of two 
conceptual models, attempts to provide and overview of the various forms of impacts and influences 
on urban outskirts an don the mosaic of functions and land uses – some of them complementary, 
some of them conflicting in nature. Based on specific empirical evidences, some references will 
be made to specific European cities, with somewhat more detailed comments on the two "Alpine" 
cities of Innsbruck and Salzburg. In the concluding remarks, a tentative list of recommendation for 
harmonious, well planned and accepted sustainable urban peripheries will be mad. 
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1 General comments
The outskirts of cities are shaped and transformed by a complex set of geographic, economic, 
social and political forces and processes. These forces and processes generate a rapidly evolving 
dynamic urban-rural fringe, the most visible expression of urbanization and city growth which 
tends to deeply transform the physical and cultural landscapes as well as the social and econo-
mic structures at the edge of cities. Conversely though, a series of barriers, checks and controls 
does frequently exist which tends to limit or retard the dynamics of urban expansion and of the 
transformation of the fringe zone. These factors of inertia and control may lead to an apparent 
stability and continuity of land use and of the socio-economic structures, although the urbaniza-
tion process may continue at the outskirts of cities in a more hidden fashion (e.g. in the form 
of a belt of urban speculation and strengthening ties of the "rurban" population with the city). 
These factors retarding the urban expansion may exist in the form of topographic barriers which 
may impinge on accessibility and mobility, of administrative boundaries which may safeguard a 
certain degree of autonomy of communities beyond the city’s political limits, and of less favora-
ble locational aspects of certain fringe areas for housing, commercial or recreational land use. At 
times, a "leapfrogging" effect of urban influence or land use may be observed leading to a non-
contiguous mosaic of urban and rural landscapes in a wide area around the cities. 
2 Factors and actors affecting the development and structure 
of the urban fringe
The development and transformation of the outskirts of cities is shaped by a complex and ever 
changing set of natural and  human influences and forces. This leads to dynamic impacts and 
processes which tend to affect the environmental conditions, land tenure and land use, the social 
and economic fabric and the political landscape of the urban-rural continuum zone. They result 
in a number of visible and often rapidly changing spatial and non-spatial expressions of dynamic 
processes (e.g. expansion and density increase of built-up areas; development of transportation 
infrastructures and "mobility explosion"; land use transformations). Often preceding or paralle-
ling these visible forms of transformation are less visible expressions of changes (e.g. subtle envi-
ronmental modifications; land ownership and land price changes; transformation of demographic 
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and social profiles of residents and their perception; modification of administrative structures 
and the "political landscapes"). Initiating, stimulating, sustaining or retarding these changes are 
numerous and diverse actors, individuals, groups, institutions, organizations or enterprises with 
highly divergent levels of influence and power. At times, reasonable and widely accepted con-
sensus building over goals and strategies in shaping the outskirts of cities is possible; at other 
instances though, interests of different groups and lobbies may be incompatible and may clash. 
Among the most influential actors shaping the outskirts of cities are farmers, new suburban 
or exurban residents, secondary home/cottage dwellers, real estate agencies and development 
firms, commercial or industrial enterprises, planners, politicians or environmental agencies.
Design: C. Stadel
Figure 1
Figure 1 portrays the multiple forces and factors which shape the urban outskirts in a conceptual 
model. Relating to the empirical evidence of the European cities which served as exemplary 
case studies for the COST C10 Programme (Biarritz-Bayonne and Cergy-Pontoise in France; 
Innsbruck, Austria; Berlin Germany; Copenhagen, Denmark; Helsinki, Finland; Belfast, United 
Kingdom; Zürich, Switzerland; Florence, Italy), it was recognized that while all the factors listed 
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in the model are significant for the shaping of the outskirts of the European cities, each city has 
its own urban identity, has to be understood in its specific locational, economic, social, cultural 
and political context, and is shaped by distinct historical and current forces and actors. As a 
result, the structure and the dynamics of the urban ourtskirts – while showing some common 
traits – exhibit nevertheless highly differentiated "urban-rural landscapes" and patterns. To illus-
trate this point – albeit in a rather cursory and selective way – a few specific references may be 
made for the European cities. Referring to the location and space potential, coastal, mountain 
or plain settings offer distinct opportunities and constraints for urban expansion. Furthermore, 
Scandinavian and Mediterranean cities are experiencing very different climatic regimes which 
may require specific urban planning responses. Of particular importance is the political location 
for border cities (e.g. Biarritz-Bayonne; Salzburg, Austria; Nicosia, Cyprus). In the case of "open" 
boundaries, urban peripheries may exhibit a transboundary expansion with a complementary 
functional mix. Rigid "barrier" boundaries in contrast will curtail an urban expansion or may even 
result in a blighted urban wasteland on both sides of the border. Locational aspects impacting 
on the outskirts of cities are also related to the urban and regional networks and linkages, to the 
hierarchical pattern of settlements and to types and the effectiveness of urban-regional coope-
rations and/or competitions. This was evident in the case of the Scandinavian cities of Copen-
hagen and Helsinki or the new town of Cergy-Pontoise where the direction and intensity of 
urban expansion is shaped by the proximity or the distance to other cities and the effective-
ness of regional transportation, communications and economic linkages and infrastructures. In 
all the cases studied, the accessibility and mobility potential and the transportation modes and 
networks are of prime importance for the directional pattern, the speed and intensity of develo-
pment and the "reach" of the central city into the surrounding region. The transportation infras-
tructure and travel time gradients result in many instances to star-shaped urban outskirts along 
efficient transportation lines with intensive development dynamics with the interstices between 
the transportation lines lagging behind in development or being preserved as wilderness areas 
(e.g. Helsinki), green spaces (e.g. Cergy-Pontoise, Berlin) or recreational hinterlands (e.g. Flo-
rence, Copenhagen). In addition to the transportation infrastructures, other amenity and servi-
ces potentials may play an important role in the shaping of urban outskirts. In terms of scenic 
amenities, mountains (e.g. Innsbruck, Florence), lakeshores (Helsinki, Berlin) or forested areas 
tend to attract urban residents "invading" neighbouring "scenic" and/or "peaceful" villages or 
creating new "clusters" of permanent or seasonal homes and cottages. 
Of mayor importance for the development of the outskirts of cities are a variety of economic 
parameters, among them the regional functional mix and development potential, employment 
opportunities and income profiles of the populations, land values and capital inputs. All the 
urban peripheries visited confirm the significance of the "economic climate" of the region. In a 
number of cases, because of different economic parameters, the development of urban fringes, 
the land use and socio-economic landscapes may exhibit distinct and at times contrasting sec-
tors. This was for instance quite evident in the case of Belfast or Berlin. A detailed analysis of 
